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Re-immigration to Denmark:
The Challenge of Reintegration
by Jette Mackintosh
Introduction

Over the years, I have known a lot of happy and contented
immigrants to the United States, and this made me wonder what
motivated return migration. It was a completely uncharted field, so
it was an exciting challenge when, in 1996, I was asked to give a
paper on the subject at an international conference in Gothenburg. It
has since developed into a full-scale research project and a book. 1
The United States has always been the most popular destination
for Danish emigration, and the number of Danes leaving for the
States has been rising steadily. When the borders were opened after
the war, 1945 started with as few as 123 emigrants, but the numbers
climbed so rapidly that an average of around 1,400 a year was
reached in the 1940s. In the 1950s, a decade with very intensive
emigration, the yearly average was 1,800, while there was a slight
drop to 1,500 in the 1960's and a more marked drop-off to below
1,100 in the 1970s-no doubt due to the Vietnam War. Since then the
numbers have again been climbing rapidly, reaching an average of
1,850 emigrants per year in the 1990s.
The Statistical Department did not record return migration before
1973 when the personal identity numbers were first introduced. At
first sight, the number of return migrants for the 27 years between
1973 and 2000-33,203 out of a total number of emigrants of 47,678
-seemed almost unbelievably large, making the return percentage
almost 70. On closer inspection, however, it turned out that the
statisticians counted any stay abroad lasting more than six months
as emigration so that a lot of exchange students and business people
were included. For the purposes of this investigation, emigration has
been defined as living in the U.S. for at least two years. When this
definition was applied, the resulting return percentage was 19.4, or
very similar to the one of 18-20 percent which has been the generally
accepted level in international migration research.
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For the 48 emigrants who have participated in the study, the
length of stay varied from 4 to 44 years with two thirds staying for
more than 10 years and a total of 11 staying for more than 30 years.
Due to the rules of privacy governing information in public
registers, it was not possible to draw a random sample among the
returnees, so it was necessary to write articles in newspapers and
magazines describing the project and asking people to participate.
For this reason my sample of 17 men and 31 women does not
constitute a representative sample, and it must be borne in mind that
it is most likely to be return migrants with largely positive
experiences who would volunteer for such a project. The results of
the investigation, therefore, have to be seen as illustrations of the
many different facets that enter into the two important decisions,
first to leave everything behind in order to emigrate, and later once
again to decide to break off new relationships and sell everything in
order to return. There are, however, so many common features that
it is reasonable to conclude that the experiences give a general
picture.
Each of the 48 participants was interviewed over the telephone
for more than an hour on the basis of a questionnaire, which was
divided into four sections. 2 The first covered the motives and
background for the decision to emigrate. The second dealt with the
participants' experience of life abroad and how well they had been
integrated. The third section tried to uncover what had caused the
decision to return, and the last asked questions about what their
impression had been of Denmark on their return, and how smoothly
they had become reintegrated into Danish society. Later, 13 of them
participated in a taped interview lasting between one and two hours.
Emigration
The one overwhelming motive for emigration was a quest for
adventure, a convenient phrase that covers everything from a vague
dissatisfaction with things as they are to a burning desire to make
good. For some this meant accepting job offers from America, while
others emigrated to get married. But the majority simply emigrated,
trusting their luck. Most of them had a good foundation in the form
of a craft or an education, and their emigration was based on a desire
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to get ahead in a society like the American, where they felt that
initiative was more highly appreciated than was the case in
Denmark.
A common trait among them was a high level of initiative-higher
than average in Denmark. In a few, I would even characterize it as a
restlessness that made them unable to fit into an ordinary, humdrum
Danish existence. Only one person specifically mentioned economic
motives, despite the fact that conditions in Denmark in the 1950's,
which was the decade in which half of the participants had
emigrated, were relatively bleak. But a number of the people with
whom I conducted personal interviews did mention that the lack of
opportunities in post-war Denmark had contributed to their decision
to emigrate.
Integration into the U.S.
Almost without exception, the immigrants mentioned the
hospitality, friendliness and openness of Americans and the
welcoming reception that neighbors and colleagues had given them.
Also the enthusiasm and support for new ideas and the interest in
others that most Americans exhibited were important features for
many of the immigrants. When asked what she thought was the
reason for this difference between the United States and Denmark,
one interviewee replied that America was a much younger country
consisting of many different ethnic cultures, in contrast to the monocultural society in Denmark. She felt that the cultural diversity in
America provided a much wider horizon and more openness.
The Danish immigrants had become well integrated in the U.S.
and had been able to contribute to the communities in which they
had chosen to settle. One young baker was so full of initiative that he
managed completely to change the looks of his small town near
Seattle. He persuaded his fellow shopkeepers to spruce up their
storefronts and mount flagpoles; he organized flower baskets to be
hung from the street lamps and volunteered to water them every
day after work. The effort attracted people from far away, and he
was appointed Baker of the Year and awarded a fine certificate. He
served as head of the local Chamber of Commerce for a number of
years and was even asked to run for mayor. This project turned out
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to be impossible, however, because he did not want to give up his
Danish citizenship.
A woman of 35 had emigrated in order to get more excitement
into her life. She had quit her well paid job as a secretary in
Denmark and found another in California as a dishwasher. In her
first job she almost ruined her arm because she thought the pans
were supposed to look the way her own looked at home. But she
worked her way up, waiting on tables, to become a real estate
saleswoman. When she met her husband-to-be-a fellow Danethey first bought a restaurant and later started a bakery in Solvang,
California. By the time they decided to return to Denmark, it had
grown to have 16 employees. 3
The decision to return
Why, one might ask, did all these well-integrated people decide
to return to Denmark? The answer is that they made the decision for
personal reasons-again a result that corresponds with the
Norwegian investigation. Let me give some examples. A young
plumber decided to start his own business in Denmark selling some
of the wonderful machines he had worked with in the U.S.,
machines that had not yet been introduced on the Danish market. He
had made enough money to get established, and it was his dream to
make good in Denmark. Two couples felt that they did not want to
bring up their children in America-they were worried about crime
and drugs in the large urban areas and believed that the Danish
educational system was more to their liking. One couple wanted to
leave before their children grew up and started falling in love, so
that they would not want to return with the parents. Two people
had lost their spouses and did not feel that they could manage alone
in a country in which they did not feel completely at home and had
no family. Several people had been divorced, and for a number of
women this meant that they had difficulty supporting their children
alone. Going back to Denmark provided them with a family
network. Two people had met a new spouse while on vacation in
Denmark, and others felt the need to have grandparents for their
children. Finally, some decided as they got older that they would
like to spend their declining years in their home country close to
their biological families.
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All of these different motives were of a personal nature; they were
not caused by dissatisfaction with life in the U.S. But in almost all of
these categories there were people who mentioned that they had
taken the existence of the Danish welfare system into consideration
while making their decision.
A few specific examples will illustrate this point: A woman
explained that she and her family had to return, because they could
not afford to give their four children a college educationsomething that would be free in Denmark. Another woman - the
only one who did not feel happy in America - described how she
had worried all the time about illness in the family and how to pay
for treatment if it became necessary-a worry that she was spared
after the move. A woman in her late forties, who loved New York
and had worked there for ten years as a psychiatric nurse, suffered a
broken relationship. This situation caused her to worry about
whether she would be able to stand the pace and strain as she got
older, if she were to remain single, and also to think of the Danish
old-age pension.
A young woman in her early thirties explained how she had been
well on her way to a promising career as a top sales manager for a
cosmetics firm. But she had a baby, and complications during the
delivery meant that she had to give up her job, so she went from
earning $50 an hour to being unemployed. At the same time her
husband lost his job, so they faced the very real possibility of ending
up on the street. Their marriage did not survive the strain, and she
felt that she had to return to Denmark, where at least she would be
guaranteed a roof over her head. She was extremely sorry to give up
her career and felt that it was a real defeat to come home in her sorry
state, but she had no choice. In each of these decisions, the Danish
welfare system played a part.
And this is a paradox. Most of these immigrants had not
considered illness or unemployment as possibilities when they first
emigrated and did not worry about the lack of an extended welfare
system in the U.S. In fact, some of them had felt that the Danish
system, which was new and under rapid development in the 1950's
when many of them left, was an imposition and an infringement
upon their freedom to manage their own affairs. But life in America
can be hard. You need to be doing very well before you can stop
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worrying about hospital bills or mortgage payments if you lose your
job. And so, gradually, the memory of the feeling of security, which
they had been used to in Denmark, started to resurface in their
minds and when something happened in their personal lives to
make them worry about the future, they were ready to move back.
Making the decision was not always without problems, however.
In a number of cases one spouse wanted to remain in America while
the other had his/her heart set on returning to Denmark. In one case
this situation led to four moves across the Atlantic, before the couple
finally agreed to settle in Aalborg.
Reintegration into Denmark
Many different factors determine the success and the length of the
reintegration process. One of them is the duration of the stay in the
U.S. I would have expected it to be more difficult to readjust after
perhaps 40 years than after a short stay, but the table below
illustrates that this is not the only parameter.

Period of Adjustment
None
About one year
2-5 years
Still
not
adjusted
Total

20
6
15
7

48

Number of years in the United States
0-4
5-9
10-19
>20
1
6
4
9
1
1
2
2
1
6
5
3
0
3
4
0
3

13

14

18

The surprising message of this table is that half the people with
stays of more than 20 years believed ·that they had adjusted
immediately upon their return. On the other hand, six who had been
in the States for less than ten years had taken up to five years to get
used to their life again in Denmark, and seven thought at the time of
the interview that they had made no progress at all. Four of these
have subsequently contacted me with the positive news that after
several years, they have found a way of fitting into society again.
One of the other factors known to influence the adjustment
process is the extent to which Denmark had been idealized during
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the time of emigration and how great the consequent
disillusionment had been. 4 For most of the returning migrants the
actual return had been festive and wonderful, but when everyday
life began, things were suddenly different, a change that came as a
shock to many. The contrast of reality to the rosy picture, which they
had created in their minds, caused them severe disappointmentone person called it a reverse culture shock. It was hard to live with
the realization that what the returning migrants had thought of as
"home", something warm and wonderful that was permanent and
unchanging, had in fact changed a lot. Family and friends had, of
course, continued their lives without them, and in some cases there
was no longer room for them in the circle-or it took some time
before they were completely accepted again. There was also the
gradual realization that they themselves had changed-had become
influenced by life and habits in the U.S. in a way that might be
difficult for a Danish family to accept at first, because they expected
the return migrant to be as they remembered him/her.
The problem that was mentioned most frequently was a coldness
and lack of openness and communication-the general way of
interacting with people in Denmark. The return migrants
experienced a strong contrast to the friendly welcome that they had
been given when they first arrived in the States. In America, at least
outside the very large cities, they had felt a friendliness and contact
with other people in the streets and the supermarkets which they
lacked in Denmark. Danes-and I think the inhabitants in most
European countries-behave in a more reserved way. The return
migrants missed this informal contact, and it has taken most of them
a long time to get used to our more impersonal way of interacting
outside the home.
Ole, the baker who did so well, told me of his first encounter with
his new neighbor after his return: He had gone over to say "hello"
and had told the man that he had returned from America and was
going to live next door. The neighbor, who was mowing his lawn,
looked up briefly and replied: "Oh, and so what?" That was the end
of that conversation, and there was never any attempt to renew it.
The contrast to the reception 16 years earlier when he moved into his
house near Seattle was striking. There, a group of neighbors had
baked a cake to bid the newcomers welcome to the area. He felt that
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contrast to be very significant, and along with other frustrations over
the first six months, it had made him and his wife consider reemigrating. This reaction was quite common. I discovered a quarter
of the participants had thought about giving up and returning to the
States during their first year at home. Only two actually did move,
but many had been very tempted initially when Denmark seemed so
different from what they had dreamed about and expected.
The second great problem that was mentioned frequently was the
Danish "Jantelaw". It consists of ten rules first formulated by the
Danish-Norwegian author Aksel Sandemose in the 1930s. The
essence of the "Jantelaw" is envy-not allowing anyone else to feel
good about their actions or be pleased and happy about their lives. I
do not believe that this phenomenon is special to Denmark; it is
more likely to be a small-country phenomenon, but it is
unfortunately common among some Danes. 5 The first rule says, "do
not imagine that you are anything special." It is a way of cutting
people down to size. Some of the return migrants mentioned that if
they, for instance, told about their wonderful experiences in the U.S.,
people might look at them and say "oh, is that so special?" - making
them feel that they were bragging. What they were doing, of course,
was continuing the way of interacting that they have come to love in
the U.S.-namely telling others of their experiences and expecting
others to tell of theirs, a productive way of communicating. A
number of the return migrants had unfortunately run into people
here in Denmark who had felt provoked by their more open
American behavior and subjected them to the Jantelaw. Several of
them told me that they had simply stopped referring to that period
of their lives so that they would not be hurt by this unfeeling
reaction. Of course, not all Danes use this Jantelaw, but it is common
enough for just under a third of my sample to mention instances of
it.
Many returnees have also mentioned getting into problems with
the small informal compliments that are so common in the U.S.,
where it is part of many children's upbringing to be told that they
are clever and beautiful. It makes everyone feel good, and it quickly
becomes a habit to say "That was well done" or "What a nice dress."
But when the return migrants continued the habit here, several of
them have felt that they were looked at with suspicion and they
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have even got the feeling that some people thought they were trying
to obtain favors.
These accounts sound very gloomy when taken out of context.
The return migrants may have met only one or two instances of this
negative behavior on their return, but it has made a deep impression
because they were in a vulnerable period of their lives. Subsequently
when I interviewed them, these things immediately came to mind.
At heart Danes are not so bad, and almost all of the return migrants
have readjusted and found their place again after a period of a few
years. Kirsten, a young woman who spent seven years in California,
put it very well. She said, "I have ended up here because deep down
I am Danish. And now that I have adjusted, I can stand it, because I
have learned not to be 100 percent Danish. America has given me the
gift of being aware of my own needs, so now I can use the good
things that I learned over there to improve my life here-mix the
two sides of me so that I am happy. I have learned to ignore the
narrow-minded people, and I make sure always to have American
friends so that I can fill up the American side of me. But I will
remain a split personality the rest of my life."
One common feature emerges from the interviews: all except one
of the participants in the project enjoyed their stay in the U.S. Some
believed that it had been the best years of their life, and quite a few
have commented on the importance that it has had in forming their
characters. They have learned to rely upon themselves, to become
independent.
But the adjustment process has for many been painful and has
lasted at least as long as it originally took when they first emigrated
and were full of expectations. This experience has come as a shock
for the return migrants, for in their memory Denmark had taken on
a rosy hue. Their family and friends have often been unaware of
these problems, so the return migrants have had to struggle alone.
They have a completely natural longing for the life they left behind
and a small nagging doubt about whether returning had been the
right thing. But almost all of them have eventually adjusted.
Discussion
That the readjustment to Danish culture had been difficult for
some of the returnees was at first an unexpected and interesting
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result of the many interviews. As I widened the scope of the
investigation, I discovered, however, that this problem was fairly
universal and had been discussed by a number of other historians.
George Gmelch, in his review article on return migration, cites
several examples. 6 Some migrants do, as I have also found, readjust
quickly with only a few problems. Even after a long absence they are
able to pick up their old relationships as if they had never been
away. But others are disappointed and sometimes even bitter about
life in the homeland.
Several studies show that the process of adjustment is not just a
function of the actual conditions, but-as pointed out above-just as
much a function of the expectations held by the migrants.7 Their
memories are colored by nostalgia and filtered by time so that only
the happy ones remain, and visits home have not prepared them for
everyday life. But just as I have found, it seems to be the general
consensus that with time most of the returnees learn to cope with life
in their home country. A period of one to two years seems to be most
common, 8 although almost a third of the participants in this study
have believed that their adaptation took longer, and as many as
seven thought at the time of the interview that they had not adjusted
at all.
There were a few of these returnees who were really dissatisfied
with Denmark and everything Danish, but were unable to return to
the United States because of health and/or financial problems. Since
my book was published, I have been approached by a number of
other people who felt that their return had been a great mistake.
They seemed to have idealized life in Denmark while they were
away and therefore have become very disillusioned. Many migrants
are badly prepared for their return, because they do not realize how
much they have been influenced by life and culture abroad. They
think that the outlook of their friends and family is narrow and
provincial, and this attitude, of course, makes interaction difficult on
both sides.
There is general agreement, however, both among the return
migrants that I have interviewed and in many other studies that a
stay in another country, in this case the United States, is an
extremely rewarding experience that influences the rest of the
person's life in a positive direction. The small minority of people
124

who are not able to readjust should perhaps be looked at in different
terms. In his 1974 bibliographic essay on the sociology of return
migration, Frank Bovenkerk cites the work of another Dutchman,
the sociologist L.J. Menges, in which he diagnoses a group of Dutch
returnees as "individuals driven by purely negative motives, eternal
migrants, seeking to escape from themselves." 9 This is probably not
a diagnosis that the three return migrants in my study would agree
with, but the idea seems nonetheless insightful.
1

The project was financed by The Carlsberg Foundation and has resulted in
the book 0st, Vest - Hjemme bedst? Danske emigranters oplevelser ved gensynet
med Danmark, published by Borgen 2001.
2 The questionnaire was a modified version of one used by Dorothy Burton
Skarda! and Knut Djupedal in a similar Norwegian investigation.
3 This successful integration of the Danish immigrants is in good accordance
with the findings of Skarda! and Djupedal in their Norwegian project.
4
H.S. Nelli describes in Italians in Chicago 1880-1930, a study in ethnic mobility
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), the disappointments of Italians,
back from the USA.
5 For such instances in other countries, see e.g. George Gmelch and Sharon
Bohn Gmelch: "Gender and Migration: The Readjustment of Women
Migrants in Barbados, Ireland, and Newfoundland" in Human Organizations,
Vol. 54, No. 4, 1995.
6 George Gmelch: "Return Migration" in Annual Review of Anthropology 9
(1980).
7 See for instance F. Eikass: "You can't go home again? Culture shock and
patterns of adaptation, Norwegian returnees" in Papers of Anthropology, 20,
1979.
8 Gmelch mentions studies by H.R. Bernard: "Return migration to Greece" in
J. Steward Anthropology, 1976, and his own "Return Migration and Migrant
Adjustment in Western Ireland" in Human Organization, Vol 42, 1983
9 Frank Bovenkerk: The Sociology of Return Migration: A Bibliographic Essay
(The Hague: Martinus Niihoff, 1974).
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